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The Artistry of John Donne's Devotions
Don Noel Smith

It seems common practice to preface any commentary on an infrequently studied
work with the observation that it has been neglected and that such neglect is remarkable and unjustifiable. The practice has generally been honored in the few
studies that have dealt with John Donne's Devotions upon Emergent Occasions,
but like so many of Donne's own observations, this one admits of some contradiction:
Devotions has and has not been neglected.
It has certainly been one of the best known and most widely read of Donne's prose
works, both in his time and in ours. It was first published in 1624, soon after the illness of the previous fall that presumably occasioned it, and it underwent a second
edition in the same year. Other editions appeared in 1626 and 1638. A change in the
intellectual climate apparently consigned the book to obscurity after its first several
years of popularity, for only one other edition appeared for almost three hundred
years, a rather anomalous one in 1840. When the weather again turned round for
Donne in the early part of this century, some revival of interest in the work began
with John Sparrow's edition of 1923, and we now have the Ann Arbor paperback
(1959), which is readily available. So despite an apparent long lapse of interest,
Donne's Devotions can no doubt claim a popularity greater than that of any other
work of strictly devotional literature.
But then it has been neglected. In university courses the whole work is seldom
read, though parts of it, appearing in anthologies, often are. And although recent
publications indicate some quickening of interest, it has been given scant critical
attention. The neglect is not remarkable, since religious literature in general does
not appeal to the modern taste, the devotion in particular being a little known form
today; moreover, the work seems limited to a specific occurence and to have greater
biographical than artistic appeal: though interesting in parts, it seems to lack, or
not readily yield, that coherent relation of part to part and part to whole considered
so essential to aesthetic gratification.
Yet, though perhaps not remarkable, the critical neglect does appear somewhat
unjustified, for there has been no lack of appreciation for the intrinsic merit of the
work. Cursory references to it invariably express admiration; selections from it are
often anthologized and made required reading; and as the several and recent editions
of the work indicate, it has attained, in its small but persistent appeal, the status
of a classic. That its aesthetic credentials seem limited is not an objection but rather
an invitation to closer critical scrutiny. If the work is to be read only in fragments,
certainly it should first be understood and appreciated as a whole. Aiming more
at appreciation of its form than an understanding of its specific content, I hope to
show in this analysis that Devotions does reveal a significant artistic concern for
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the relation of part to part and part to whole, which is so evident and so much appreciated in Donne's poetry and sermons. My analysis is complicated by the fact that the
work subscribes to both rhetorical and dramtic principles of composition: whereas
the "devotions" involve us in a consideration of subject and theme, their being
"upon emergent occasions" involves us in a consideration of agents and incidents.
That Donne gave careful attention to the artistry of Devotions is supported by
external as well as internal evidence. Since his poems and sermons show a consistent
and minute attention to the structure of the whole and the integration of parts, it
seems unlikely that he would greatly neglect a consideration of these in Devotions.
Moreover, it being one of the few works that he deliberately published in his lifetime and saw through the press, he may well have attached more than usual importance to it. And this fact of publication in relation to probable artistic concern
becomes the more interesting when we compare Devotions to another of Donne's
well-known works published in his lifetime, the Anniversaries of 1611 and 1612,
which were also occasioned by a specific event, the death of Elizabeth Drury. Long
considered to be rambling, extravagantly mannered works, combining a bombastic
tirade against the times with a grossly exaggerated eulogy upon a girl Donne had
never seen, the Anniversaries have been examined with increased critical attention
and regard over the past several years, especially since Louis Martz's influential
study demonstrating that they could reflect a highly articulate structure bearing close
resemblance to that of the meditational exercises of st. Ignatius Loyola. l Fairly
recently, Devotions has been analyzed in relation to these same exercises, with
less striking but still fruitful results, which I will examine later.
Even an investigation, also fairly recent, into Izaak Walton's actual knowledge
of Donne's affairs would seem to support a view of Devotions as a carefully wrought
whole, composed in retrospect, rather than a record of impromptu reflections-as
Walton would have it, " a composition of Meditations, Disquisitions, and Prayers, he
writ on his sick-bed."2 1. A. Shapiro has contended that Donne's illness was not a
"consumption," as Walton calls it, but probably a case of "relapsing fever," which
runs its course in about seven days.3 This is a considerably shorter period than
the three weeks illness that Evelyn Simpson assumes in her study of Donne's prose
works 4-which would account for about a devotion a day. Donne's own statement
is also of interest here. Speaking of his convalescence in a letter to Sir Robert Ker,
written sometime during February-March of 1624, he says: "I have used this leisure,
to put the meditations had in my sickness into some such order, as may minister
some holy delight. "S
Yet, apparently following Walton's implication that Devotions was actually written while Donne lay sick, John Sparrow has remarked, in the preface to his edition
of the work: " ... Donne had not, when he wrote them, the opportunity of consulting
the obscure and dull authors whose quibbling fill too many pages of his Sermons .... "6
Not considering that such omission may have had less to do with necessity than
design, Sparrow later comments: "It is impossible to give any but in general description of the contents of the Devotions, for the book pretends to be nothing but
a collection of musings, divided up into a series of 'Meditations,' 'Expostulations,'
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and 'Prayers.' "7 Sparrow's response would seem typical of many readers'. since
until recently no one has chosen to take issue with it.
The external evidence I have offered is of course quite circumstantial; the internal
evidence is not. One of the most obvious marks of artistic design. the author's concern for unity and coherence. is limitation. and there is plentiful evidence of conscious limitation in Devotions. Everyone is familiar with Aristotle's di ::tum that an
action should have a beginning. middle. and end. the limits of which s.10uld not be
fixed arbitrarily but in accordance with what is immediately relevant. When we
look at Devotions as an action comprised of Donne's sickness and recovery. we see
that Donne has imposed such limits. His devotions begin on the day he falls ill
and end when he arises from bed. excepting the two concluding devotions. which
consider the basic cause and possible effect of the disease. In other words. Donne
does not begin with "I think I am going to be sick" or "I am worse than I was" but
with "I am sick." Nor does he extend his reflections over a long period of convalescence. Elementary as this point may seem. it involves an often perplexing
artistic consideration of relevancy and effectiveness in fixing proper limitations;
and that it seems elementary to us simply means that Donne probably did not
consider it to be so.
Further limitation is evident in the number of personages involved. Only three
are referred to: Donne himself. the physicians, who are actually present. and God.
who is apostrophized. Children. relatives. friends never intrude on this triad of
the stricken man and the physical and spiritual agents of his salvation. To point
out that the fever required quarantine is to be guilty of literal obtuseness-though
Donne certainly uses such quarantine to make his limitations plausible and even to
occasion a meditation on solitude (Meditation V).
Donne also rigidly controls the circumstances which prompt his meditations.
These are limited to the observable alterations in his condition. to the measures
taken by the physicians. and to the bells (Devotions XVI-XVIII). These latter introduce a possible fourth character: the nameless. faceless. and hence universal
man for whom they toll. Again. if these limitations seem elementary. it is because
we see only the possibilities that Donne has chosen, rather than all the possibilities
from which he had to choose. The taking of food. the sound of children playing. a
bird at the window: any of these could have occasioned a meditation and could
have been made relevant to the circumstance of illness. But. as it is. the only occasion completely external to the condition and treatment of the illness. thereby
representing the only break in continuity. is that of the bells; and they make their
appearance precisely at the crisis of the illness. Such obvious ordering makes it
impossible to assume that Donne has merely recorded. rather than composed
with an eye to artistic effect.
His concern for rhetorical considerations is of course evident in his dividing
each devotion into three distinct units: meditation. epostulation. and prayer. Three
recent studies have dealt with these units. Two of them relate Devotions to the
tradition of the meditational exercise, as explicated particularly by Louis Martz.
and one considers them in relation to imagery and style. Since these studies shed
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light upon the artistic design of Devotions as a whole, I will briefly present their
findings.
In a 1963 article Thomas Van Laan's concern has been simply to "confirm that
Donne wrote his Devotions in the tradition of the Ignatian spiritual exercise."g Van
Laan shows how Donne apparently used the Ignatian method but altered it in certain
respects to allow himself greater flexibility and to provide a more effective configuration for each devotional unit. 9 Van Laan breaks the Ignatian exercise down into
an opening prayer; two preludes, the first of which establishes a kind of concrete
referent that the mind can focus upon and the second of which asks God to grant a
feeling proper to the subject; a meditation, which examines the subject in light of
the understanding ; and a colloquy, which takes the form of a friendly dispute with
God. tO According to Van Laan, Donne has altered the form by eliminating the prayer
at the beginning and by moving the second prelude to the end as a concluding prayer.
The titles at the head of each devotion Van Laan sees as roughly equivalent to the
first prelude. 1t The meditation continues the title's function of fixing the subject in
the memory and goes on to analyze it by means of the understanding to establish the
course of action desirable in respect to the will. The expostulation also pertains to
the will and almost exactly resembles the Ignatian colloquy.t2
Athough Van Laan strains somewhat in trying to establish as great a resemblance
as possible between the exercises and Devotions, he demonstrates that there is a
basic similarity between the two. Such a similarity does not prove anything about
the unity of the whole work, but it does reveal Donne's concern for structural design
and a unity of sorts in the individual devotions, in that each fixes upon a given subject and exploits it in a systematic way. And since each subject is directly related to
the illness, continuity is provided for.
N. J. C. Andreasen, in a 1965 article, also analyzes Devotions in relation to the
meditative tradition but posits "a movement toward assent," the progression of which
is evident in each devotion and in the work as a whole. He maintains that Donne has
combined the Ingatian exercise with another kind of devotional approach, the spiritual autobiography.13 He describes the work in this way:
. .. the Devotions seem obscure and complicated because Donne uses this
general pattern in two different ways. The Devotions combine techniques
drawn from the spiritual autobiography with techniques drawn from the
meditational guide. The book is composed of twenty-three devotions, which
are bound together by a plot; literally they describe the progress of Donne's
sickness; allegorically, they describe the progress of the soul-not only of
Donne's soul. but of the soul of any man who is liberated from-the bondage
of sin by charity. But each of the twenty-three devotions is also divided
into three parts, and the tripartite organization of each single devotion is
an adaptation of procedures prescribed for devotional exercises in meditational guides. Each single devotion follows a pattern of assent on a small
scale, just as it is followed on a larger scale through the plot; each can be
used in isolation as an independent devotional exercise. Thus Donne has
synthesized two devotional genres.14

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol10/iss1/2
6

4

Smith: The Artistry of John Donne's Devotions
In either genre the purpose is, however, the same: " ... to achieve a spiritual
strengthening, which consists in a fuller love of God, in a fuller acceptance of God's
will and thereby God's love, and ultimately in an identity between the mediator's
will and the divine will .... The beginning in the understanding, in the brain, on
earth, must precede the ending in the affection, the heart, heaven. The devotee must
first understand God's will and providence, then accept and love what he understands."15 This movement Andreasen calls a "psychological progression toward assent," and he contends that it is a "basic principle of organization in devotional
literature."16 He sees this principle at work in unifying the parts of each devotion
and in unifying the twenty-three devotions that make up the whole. On both a literal
and allegorical level, the movement evident in the work as a whole progresses in
these main steps: from the condition of human frailty; to the necessity of dependence upon the help of others (the physicians on the literal and God on the allegorical plane); to the recognition of man's common fate, of his own death in that of
another, which brings about a complete spiritual assent and anticipates his physical
recovery; to the affirmation, in the recovery, of the assent achieved. As Andreasen
quotes from Expostulation XXI, "This Resurrection of my body, shews me the Resurrection of my soule."17
Whether one chooses to relate Devotions to other devotional literature and
whether he chooses to call the movement "the psychology of assent" or not, Andreasen seems to have ably demonstrated that the work exhibits a central and unifying progression of experience, evident in the devotions taken individually or
collecti vely.
Joan Webber has allotted a part of her book on Donne's prose (1963) to Devotions;
and without particular regard to the meditational exercises, she has analyzed its
style and imagery, revealing how these indicate Donne's concern for a controlled
effect. She sees basically the same kind of movement described by Andreasen as
operating in the individual devotions: "Each unit progresses from negation and despair in the meditations, through questioning, rebellious love in the expostulations,
to affirmation and calm submission in the prayers." She distinguishes the parts, one
from the other, not by reference to the meditational exercise but by their different
styles and patterns of allusion and imagery, finding also that "whole sections of the
Devotions are written around single words, whose repetition is a continual reminder
of the central theme." Positing a separate point of reference for each of the three
steps in each devotion, she states that their "subject matter is an exploration of the
possibilities for knowledge inherent in the three traditional instruments of revelation: the Book of the Creatures, the Scriptures, and the Church."18
For instance, according to Webber, "Donne limits his meditations to man and the
creatures. His diction almost entirely excludes any Christian implications, and ...
his imagery, based on physical comparisons, avoids any links with the spiritual
world." The key word of the meditations is "misery," one which sums up the condition of all creatures, and the style is "curt Senecan."19 In the expostulations Webber
sees a striking shift of focus . " .. . in the center of man in this new context is not
misery but God," and Donne now contrives "to make Christian parables of his sick-
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ness and to suggest in imagery that man's life in a material world can have eternal
significance." The key word here is "murmuring"; the style, "restless Augustinian."2o
In the prayers there is another striking shift. These reflect "the stability of that
church in which Donne found as much relief and rest as was possible for him. The
difficulties set forth in the curt Senecan style of the meditations, and questioned
and wrestled with in the expostulations, are brought here to resolved paradoxes
whose finality is emphasized by a modified Ciceronian style ... " Again pointing to
the importance of single words, she remarks that "the tone of the prayers is set by
the words 'eternal' and 'merciful.' "21
Webber shows, then, that Donne maintains tonal and thematic unity throughout
the given divisions by strictly controlling his diction, style, and imagery. Although
the three parts of each devotion differ markedly from each other, they form a unit
in that they relate to the same problem and in that there is evident in each devotion
a movement from "despair" to "calm submission." Webber does not, however, as
does Andreasen, attempt to find such a movement in the design of the work as a
whole.
As I mentioned earlier and as Andreasen has also pointed out (above), Devotions
combines two different techniques or formal principles, the rhetorical and the dramatic. The rhetorical organization of the individual devotions is well marked. Donne
has divided each into three distinct parts, each part reflecting a different rhetorical
approach : expository, argumentative, and supplicative. That these divisions probably have their basis in the Ignatian spirtitual exercise and that Donne has carefully
preserved the functional integrity of each division are points pr e~ :mted iIi the studies
of Van Laan, Andreasen, and Webber, the relevant details of which I have given in
resume. In turning now to Devotions as a dramatic action, I will consider first the
structure of the incidents and then the function of the participants.
Donne's concern for proportion in the structure of the incidents is evident in the
amount of attention he has allotted to the given phases of the action's development.
For the sake of clarity and convenience, these phases may be broken down into
groups of three devotions each. Devotions I-III deal with Donne's falling ill: the
sudden outbreak of the fever, his failing faculties, his taking to bed. The central
consideration of this group is the capriciousness of man's fortunes. Devotions IV-VI
concern the visit of the first physician: he is sent for, he comes and examines, he
fears . The focus here is upon the helplessness of man by himself to combat the
misery that afflicts him. Devotions VII-IX deal with diagnosis and prescription : the
request of the first physician for support, the coming of the King's physician, their
consultation. This group considers further man's need for assistance, the threats to
him being so numerous and complex that a pooling of wisdom and resources is
advisable. Devotions X-XII cover the treatment of the disease : the physicians observe its increase, use cordials for the heart, and apply pigeons to the head. Considered here is the treachery man faces from himself and how to confront it. Devotions
XIII-XV pertain to the critical period: the disease manifests itself, the physicians
pronounce a crisis, the patient gets no rest. The dominant consideration is man's
final impotency, despite all assistance and remedies-he waits and suffers. Devo-
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tions XVI-XVIII cover the crucial phase: the tolling bell brings to mind the common
fate of all, proclaims that the hearer too must die, reveals that in another's death
one also dies. These three reflect variously upon the meaning of death as the
common denominator and bond of mankind, representing both loss and gain-for
just as one shares in the death of a fellowman, he shares in the resurrection of
Christ. Devotions XIX-XXI concern the recovery: the physicians have hope, they
purge, the patient arises from bed. Donne reflects here upon the significant irony
that hope, mercy, redemption are yet accompanied by apprehension, pain, misery.
Devotions XXII-XXIII stand outside the tripartite groupings as a kind of postscript
on the action. The first takes up the root cause of the illness, which Donne sees as
ultimately inherent in the nature of man; and the second considers the possible
effect of the disease, a relapse, which will pose a constant threat.
Donne has of course plotted his devotions according to the normal phases of an
illness-the falling sick, the attendance of the physicians, diagnosis and prescription,
treatment, crisis, and recovery-and these constitute a ready-made dramatic action.
But Donne has considerably refined the natural action and its chronological structure.
He has scrupulously avoided irrelevant and digressive incidents and has compressed
the action, attending to the economy of his beginning and ending. We note that
Devotions contains an exposition, in which we are acquainted with Donne's condition and its correspondence to that of mankind; a complication, devoted to the
development of the conflict; a crisis and climax, in which the outcome is in doubt;
a resolution, consisting of the recovery; and a conclusion, in which cause and effect
are weighed. The proportions run three devotions to the exposition, nine to the complication, six to the crisis and climax, three to the resolution, and two to the conclusion. They seem too balanced to be accidental.
Moreover, Donne maintains a high level of intensity and suspense throughout
his development of the action. His faculties suddenly fail; his bed becomes a grave;
his illness enforces solitude, "a torment not threatened in hell itself" (p. 30)22; the
visit of the physician instills fear : "I see he fears, and I fear with him .. . ; I fear the
more because he disguises his fear, and I see it with the more sharpness, because
he would not have me see it" (pp. 35-36). The physician is joined by another and
together they take desperate remedies. Suddenly the illnss bursts out in spots; he
sleeps "not day or night" (p. 96). Then comes the tolling of the bells, announcing
death. At the sign of recovery a painful purge is carried out. And finally he is
compelled to arise from bed, though he complains : "I am readier to fall to earth,
now I am up , than I was when I lay in the bed ... I seem to stand to my company,
and yet am carried in a giddy and circular motion as I stand. Man hath no center
but misery" (pp. 139-140). The morbid, almost lurid description is intensified by
his use of the present tense; his varied use of declarative , interrogative, and imperative sentences; his abruptly shifting moods, from the reflective to the agitated to
the submissive; and of course by his vivid unexpected figurative comparisons.
As I indicated earlier, Donne has exercised strict control over his materials.
He has used only five central elements, if I may mean by this term both personages
and circumstances, in constructing the dramatic action: himself, the illness, God,
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the physicians, and the bells. The first three form the core of the work, the illness
being the conflict that describes the relation of the solitary man to his God. Thus,
the action that is initiated, complicated, brought to a climax, and resolved is really
a private one. The physicians and bells, on the other hand, are external, though not
at all incidental. The physicians are used to complicate the action, and the bells
are used to initiate its resolution. I might observe that, although some kind of
external element, or device, is often employed to complicate and resolve an essentially private action, Donne need not necessarily have selected either the physicians
or the bells. He could have chosen other elements without altering the basic situation (whereas to substitute anything else for the man, his sickness, or God would
be to change entirely the nature of the work). Of course, dramatically speaking, the
physicians and the bells are very happy inclusions; if they had no basis in reality,
they could be praised as inventions. That they seem so naturally and obviously
a part of the action is, again, a tribute to the artist's ability to select and shape
his materials.
As has often been noted, Devotions gives us the impression of a man in intimate
communication with himself and his God. Donne allows nothing to interrupt this
intimacy; we stay entirely within his mind, with the focus tightly held on the
condition of the man and his relation to God. Yet, at the same time we have a number
of emergent occasions that influence his reflections and allow them to attain scope
and variety. This contraction of focus and expansion of possibilities he achieves
mainly through the use of the physicians. They are naturally relevant to the illness,
but their official capacity permits them to remain an impersonal, objective presence.
Donne never refers to them by name nor reports any discourse with them. Speculatively, we may compare the effect of their presence with that of friends or relatives,
who could have provided fresh occasions, who would have been relevant, and yet
who would have posed a problem to the intimacy of the man-God relationship.
Upon being forced to bed, Donne has said all he can about his illness other than to
comment on his condition. The coming of the physicians, their reactions and
procedures provide a new store of occasions for reflection. As noted earlier, Donne
might have used any number of plausible incidents: the taking of food, the sound
of children playing, a bird at the window. But such diverse incidents would weaken
the intensity of focus and would promote a disorganized effect. The physicians
offer a variety of occasions without dissipating unity, continuity, intensity.
Although the physicians are directly related to the illness, the bells have nothing
at all to do with it. They are completely external and represent the only real break
in continuity. Yet their appropriateness, both dramatically and thematically, provides
the most striking instance of Donne's artistic sense. They impose at the crucial
point of his illness, portending the death that he himself is presumably near. Although
Donne has likened his condition to that of man in general all along, the bells represent the death of a particular man. In the death of this particular man Donne sees
all mankind involved, and in Prayer XVIII he finds the analogy of this death in
the crucifixion of Christ. The bells mark the end of his illness and beginning of
his recovery, and as well, they indicate the means of salvation for the miserable
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condition of man. Since all men must die, Donne is therefore united in sympathy
with the death of a given individual ("The bell rings out, and tells me in him, that
I am dead," p. 114); yet man may find salvation in Christ's having shared his common
fate, through divine sympathy and love. In the loss of the man for whom the bell
tolls, Donne also dies; in Christ, through His death, he gains eternal life.
Up to the crucial point of the illness, Donne has been carrying on a one-way
conversation with God, who has remained a silent, apostrophized presence. Symbolically, the bells ringing from the church are God's answer. The conflict raging
in the patient's body, which has isolated him from his fellowman, has of course
been an externalization of a conflict in his soul, threatening what Donne seems to
have viewed with intense, almost chronic dread: isolation from God. The bells,
coinciding with the crucial point of the illness, indicate that communication has been
reestablished, the subsiding of the disease finding its analogy in the submission
of his will to God's. But Donne was a spiritual realist: regeneration is cruel, marked
by painful convalescence. He remains in the end apprehensive (The physicians
warn of "the fearful danger of relapsing," p. 152)' but he places his trust in the
mercy of God.
An analysis of Devotions as primarily a work of art of course raises certain
questions about the nature of its composition that perhaps challenge some longstanding assumptions. For instance, to what extent does any concern for documentary accuracy yield to the obvious consideration of artistic effect? To what
extent is Donne the patient a contrived persona, a disguised everyman? Was the
work indeed occasioned by the illness Donne suffered shortly before its publication,
or did he simply seize upon that occasion as a dramatic vehicle for expressing a
conflict and resolution of the soul's misery in being isolated from God, a subject
that seemed to preoccupy him, particularly in his later years? Was his intention
much less to record a personal experience than to sound his abiding concerns
through the medium of art?
Although of concern to the biographer, these questions need not greatly trouble
the reader-critic, who can objectify in his own right and appreciate Devotions,
whatever its relation to actual circumstances, as an intensely realized dialectic of
the soul, embodied in a finely controlled dramatic action. One does not have to
question the autobiographical authenticity; one can hardly question the artistry.
Frostburg State College
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